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i n t r o d u c t i o n

In 2005 Paramount released a movie called Yours, Mine and
Ours, about two single parents, each with their own children,
who married each other. It was a remake of a movie made in
1968. Back then, the idea of two people with kids from
previous marriages getting married to each other was novel.
Today, it’s one kind of normal. Almost one in eight Canadian
couples with children now live in blended* families.

A blended family can be many things. Most commonly, a man
without children marries a mother with children from a
previous relationship. However, sometimes men with kids
marry childless women, or both parents bring children to the
relationship. The children may be toddlers or teenagers – even
grown-ups. They might live in the blended family full-time,
half-time or only several days a month. And, obviously, new
children are often born into blended families.

Sound complicated? It is. People sometimes say that being in a
marriage is hard work: so is raising children. Fathering in a
stepfamily is all of that, plus more. Blended families have
another layer of complexity because more people are involved:
more parents, more homes, more brothers and sisters, more
grandparents and relatives.

We hope the ideas in this booklet will help. By the way, all the
stories we used came from situations that happened in real
stepfamilies. We thank the dads and moms who shared their
stories and helped us see that the best way to build a
stepfamily is carefully, thoughtfully and patiently – one step at
a time.

*Also known as stepfamilies. We will use both terms in this booklet.



c h a p t e r o n e

What Children Need
Any father might wonder at times what role he should play in
his family. Fathers in blended families probably have even
more questions.

Is the role I play with my stepchildren different from the one
my partner plays with them? Is it different from the role I play
with my own children? What role should my partner play with
my kids? If we have children together, will we treat them
differently from the others? How can I get my stepchildren to
listen to me? These are good questions and it’s not easy to give
simple answers.

But let’s start at the beginning. Any time a man is unsure
about the sort of fathering role he should play, it’s always good
to go right back to basics. What do children need? The roles
that fathers play – and there are several – are directly related to
the needs of children.

What All Kids Need

What children need from parents can vary depending on their
age, personality and family circumstances. However, there are
certain basic things that all children need. Here’s how they link
up with the roles fathers can play.
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Child’s Need Father’s Role

The necessities of life The Provider Father

All children need food, clothing, water, a roof over their heads
and basic care that keeps them clean and healthy. If they don’t
have these, the finer details of parenting won’t matter much.
The Provider Father works to help make sure his children have
the necessities of life; sometimes he looks after his children so
his partner can work to support the family. These days, most
people think fathers should play other roles beside provider.
But it is still one of the essential ways to contribute to
children’s well-being.

Care and comfort The Nurturing Father

Children need to be well cared for and they need to know that
adults will look after them. A Nurturing Father takes part in
the daily care of his children. He feeds them, helps them get
dressed, changes diapers, gives baths, and makes sure their
teeth are brushed. He drives older children to activities. He
comforts his children, helping them to feel better when they
are upset.

Human interaction The Interactive Father

Children learn how to be part of our social world by relating
to other people – talking, asking questions and copying what
other people do. That starts with their parents. An Interactive
Father makes his children part of his life. He talks to them,
plays with them, reads them stories and takes them along for
trips to the hardware store or park. This helps children to
understand and communicate with others, learn about the
culture and values of their families and learn the little
unwritten rules that guide our behaviour in society.
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Child’s Need Father’s Role

Guidance, teaching and protection The Responsible Father

Children also need to learn about the world we live in – where
they can go, what they can touch, what places, people and
activities are safe and which are not safe. The Responsible
Father is a teacher who watches and supervises his children to
keep them safe. He shows them how to do things: how to
wash their hands, catch a ball, ride a bike or set the dinner
table. He uses positive discipline to help his children learn how
to behave and how their actions affect others.

To be important to someone The Committed Father

Children need to know that they belong – that they are part of
something bigger than themselves and that they are very
important in their parents’ lives. The Committed Father shows
his children how important they are to him. And no matter
what else he might be doing, whether he is with his children or
not, he keeps his fatherhood responsibilities in mind.

Warmth and love The Affectionate Father

Whatever else children need, they need to be loved – not only
told they are loved but shown love through the way parents
touch them and talk to them. Research has shown that parents’
affection not only helps children to feel good about
themselves, it is necessary for normal brain development. The
Affectionate Father shows his love in various ways – by
carrying, cuddling and hugging his kids, by wrestling with
them playfully or calling them pet names. As children mature
and may not want to be touched as often, he finds new ways
to show his affection.
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The Unique Needs of Children in Blended Families

Here are some of the special needs of stepchildren:

Time to adjust

Children depend on parents to look after their needs.
However, it often takes awhile before they can accept a step-
parent in this role. Don’t take it personally if a child doesn’t
seem to accept your love and support at first.

Good relationships with their original parents

When a blended family comes about as the result of a new
relationship after divorce or separation, it’s best if children can
continue to have good relationships with both of their parents.
This may not always be possible, but when it is (most of the
time), it helps if both parents respect and support each other’s
relationship with the children.

Your understanding that it’s hard for them

Earlier we said that it’s hard to be a father in a blended family.
Well, it’s hard to be a stepkid too. Children may need to get
used to new people, a new home, new schedules and new sets
of rules. If they live in two homes, you can double the number
of things they have to deal with, and then add the disruption
and extra complication involved in moving back and forth.
Children who experienced the death of a parent may still be
grieving. Bottom line: don’t expect blended family life to be
easy for children. Try as you might, you can’t make it all
better. But whether you are the biological parent or the step-
parent, you can show your kids that you understand that what
your family is going through is hard and that you’re not mad
at them for finding it difficult.

“I want to go home.”

“This is your home. Well, one of them.”

“I know. But Mom’s place is just… you know.”

Three months ago Sam’s father, David, had moved in with his
new partner, Sylvie, and her two little girls. Sam spent half his
time with his mom, who still lived in the old house. David’s new
house didn’t feel like home to Sam yet. Today he was feeling a little
unhappy. He’d had a bad day at school and one of the twins had
broken his video game controller. Sam missed his mom.

“You’re more used to Mom’s house, aren’t you?” said David. “Yeah,
I know. But you’ll get used to this place. And when summer comes
we can go the playground just down the road and…”

“Dad, I just feel like sleeping in my old bed tonight.”

David sighed. He wasn’t sure what to do but he said, “OK, call
your mom. If she says it’s OK you can sleep over at her house tonight.”

A few minutes later Sam walked into the room, fighting back
tears. “Mom’s not home.” David took his boy in his arms. He
didn’t say anything. He just knew he had to be there for his son.

Protection from conflict and other adult problems

One reality of divorce and separation is that some ex-partners
don’t get along. Sometimes there’s a lot of conflict. Try to
protect children from ongoing conflict which can hurt them.
That might mean avoiding conversations with your ex-spouse
when the children are present and using letters or e-mail to
communicate with her. It also means respecting your ex-
partner’s privacy, sticking to schedules or agreements you make
and sometimes, keeping your mouth shut when you’d really
like to say something. Just remember, when you reduce
conflict, you’re helping your kids.



Support their new relationships

Stepchildren will need to get to know and learn to live with at
least one new person – their stepmother or father. But think
about it. They will also be developing relationships with new
brothers and sisters, grandparents, aunts and uncles, even new
pets. They need lots and lots of support with this. In the
coming chapters we’ll talk about how you can help them grow
into their new relationships.

Nina wasn’t sure how to reach out to her stepson, Carlo. “I just
want to be friends with him,” she told Tony, Carlo’s dad. “But I’m
never sure when to approach him.”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Tony. “You’re doing fine. He likes
you.” Then he laughed. “Hey, Look outside.” Carlo was shooting a
ball into the hockey net all by himself. “You’re a hockey player,”
Tony said. “Why don’t you go out there right now and see if he’d
like you to take some shots on him?”

Nina grabbed the extra hockey stick and went out. Carlo was
hesitant at first. He wasn’t sure about playing hockey with a
woman, but he agreed to play. He was surprised at how good
Nina was. It turned out to be the most fun they’d ever had
together and hockey soon became one of their regular activities.

As much stability as they can get

Ideally, children’s lives should be as stable and predictable as
possible. But let’s be honest. When two families are blended,
things are going to feel abnormal and less stable for awhile.
However, when the children are in your care try to keep to as
normal a routine as possible. When life is reasonably
predictable and familiar, from meal and bedtimes to going to
school and playing with friends, children of all ages feel more
secure and comfortable.

c h a p t e r t w o

Ages and Stages
Each child responds to new situations in her own way. One of
the most important factors affecting the way a child adapts to
a stepfamily is her age and stage of development. In general,
the younger children are, the less time it takes for them to
accept new people in their lives and form new relationships. As
children get older it usually becomes more difficult to accept
big changes in their lives and it takes longer for them to
develop relationships with step-parents and stepbrothers and
sisters. On the other hand, young children are more dependent
on familiar routines and people. They often have more trouble
than older children with small changes, such as sleeping in a
different bed or not having their favourite toys.

Here is basic information designed to help you understand
how children of different ages may respond to living in a
blended family. Remember though, every child develops
differently. So think of the age group information in this
chapter as guidelines rather than rules that apply to every child.
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Preschoolers: Age 5 and Under

Important features of this age group

• Short and limited memories
• Little ability to understand complicated situations
• Can’t really think about the future or the past
• Very little self-control
• Very dependent on adults to look after them
• May find it hard to be separated from their mother

Preschoolers in stepfamilies
Compared to older children, preschoolers don’t have a long
history and highly developed memories of their previous
family. They do have memories, but preschoolers forget things
quickly and can’t really think about the future very well.
Therefore, when they are well cared for and treated with
kindness, toddlers and preschoolers can start to see new
situations, like a blended family, as normal sooner than older
children.

However, preschoolers’ relationships with their original parents
are very, very important. The parent/child relationship is the
anchor that helps preschoolers feel safe, secure and good in the
world. So do your best to respect and support that
relationship, whether you are the step-parent or the original
parent.

Preschoolers can’t do very many things for themselves, and
they aren’t able to control their behaviour consistently or
understand how their actions affect others. When preschoolers
are tired, hungry, or stressed, they may fall apart. Whining,
crying, tantrums or other demanding behaviours are often
signs that a child is having trouble coping. So small children
are very dependent on adults to look after them, show them
what to do, and help them get through their day. Helping to
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look after preschool stepchildren (while understanding that
they may prefer to be cared for by their original parent at first)
is great way to get to know them and show that you are
someone they can trust.

“Keshia’s mother died when she was two and then two years later,
I met Salima,” says Jamal. “Because she was young, and maybe
because she was a girl, Keshia found it fairly easy to bond with
Salima. It took longer for my son, who was eight at the time. He
had more memories of his mother. Keshia’s memories of her two
moms are mixed up. Sometimes, she’ll say to Salima, ‘Remember
when we went to Vancouver?’ But that was actually before I met
Salima. We used to correct her at first, but we learned that it just
confuses her. All that matters is that she and Salima love each
other now.”

Most important things
for a stepfather to do with a preschooler

• Help look after her, while respecting the original parent/child
relationship

• Play together and, most of the time, let her lead the play
• Be kind, positive and patient as much as possible
• Help develop and support good routines around key times of

the day – meals, bed, storytime, playtime

School-aged Children: Ages 6 –10

Important features of this age group

• Developing some ability to think about the past and future
and understand complex situations (such as a stepfamily)

• Learning lots of skills like reading, writing, athletics and the
ability to do things for themselves

• Can control their behaviour better than preschoolers
• Less dependent on adults
• Friends are becoming very important

School-aged kids in stepfamilies

A school-aged child’s attachment to his original parents is
strong in a different way. He has had more time and
experience and so has stronger memories of his original family.
He also has a more developed understanding of people and
relationships. So it can take longer for school-aged children to
feel comfortable with step-parents. At first, some may even feel
that they have to keep their distance from a step-parent in
order to remain loyal to the parent who has been replaced in
their mother’s or father’s life.

Six- to ten-year-olds are learning to do more things on their
own, but they still need lots of adult help and supervision.
Being involved in their day-to-day care and play is still a good
way to connect with this age group. Activities and outings
such as hikes, trips to the playground, movies, fairs and
attending school activities are also good ways to spend time
and build relationships with school-aged children.

Friends and other adults, such as teachers, are becoming more
important in this age group. Between going to school, after-
school activities and playing with friends, school-aged children
spend more time away from their families than preschoolers. That’s
another reason why building relationships takes a little longer.

“I could tell Michael wasn’t too sure about me at first.” Brian was
recalling his early days with Jasmine and her two children.
“Michael was really close to his dad and he was shy with me the
first few times I was over at Jasmine’s house. I was worried when
he came over to my place that there wouldn’t be enough to do.
Jasmine had a nice backyard and I didn’t really have one at all.
One thing that was really great, though, was that he loved my dog
Charlie. As soon as he walked into my place he’d start patting the
dog and it gave us something to talk about. I could ask him if he
wanted to take Charlie for a walk. We did that every time
Michael came to my place. Charlie helped us become friends.”



16 17

Most important things
for a stepfather to do with a school-aged child

• Do activities together
• Don’t expect him to see you as a parent figure right away
• Give him time to warm up to you
• Respect his relationship with his original parent(s)

Preteen and Teen: Age 11 and Up

Important features of this age group

• Their own identity is very important to them
• May be very loyal to their birth parents
• Take even longer to form relationships with new adults
• Entering the age of teen rebellion – may not accept a step-
parent’s authority

• Don’t like to be treated like “kids,” but still need adult
guidance and support

• Friends and activities are very important – this may be an
issue for kids who go back and forth between two homes

Preteens and teens in stepfamilies

Preteens and teenagers are the most challenging age group for
step-parents. Older children have a long history with their
original parents and families. Even when that experience isn’t
totally positive, preteens and teens usually have an intense
loyalty to their original parents. They may even resent a new
step-parent coming into their life and may express anger
towards their mom or dad about the new relationship.

And this is all coming at an age when it’s normal for kids to
question and challenge their parents’ authority. What’s more,
although preteens and teens still need parental guidance and
support, they are much less dependent on parents, and they
spend lots of time with friends. So it can be hard to find time
to spend with them.

The best approach for a step-parent is to make friends first –
to get to know older stepchildren as people before trying to be
a parent to them. Teenagers are often very interesting people
and they often respond very well when adults treat them with
respect and show interest in things that are important to them.

Joe was putting in a load of laundry one day when he realized
something. He said to his wife, “You know, I just realized that
when I do laundry, I never see any of Jessica’s underwear.”

“I know,” said Monica. “She saves it to wash when she’s at her
dad’s. She just needs time to get used to living with a new man.”

“Yeah,” said Joe. “It must be kind of odd for her, being a teenager.
This morning she came to the bedroom door – I’m pretty sure she
wanted to talk to you – but as soon as she saw me, she stopped,
sort of glared at me and kept going.”

“Jessica is still angry with me about splitting up with her father,”
Monica said. “She still wishes things were the way they were
before. I keep telling her that we’re never going back to that, but
she keeps wishing. I think what she’s feeling is normal and we
just have to be patient. So try to be as nice and positive with her
as you can, and let me take care of the hard stuff.”

Most important things
for a stepfather to do with a preteen or teen

• Don’t make too many demands on him too soon
• Driving teens various places can be a good, low-pressure way
to be together

• Be a friend before you try to be a parent
• Understand and forgive the anger and resentment he may
express towards you

• Be patient – nothing turns teens off more quickly that
parental lectures and anger
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c h a p t e r t h r e e

Stepfathers and Stepchildren
There is no easy one-two-three method for building stepfamily
relationships. Many variables can affect how easy or difficult it
might be for any given step-parent and child. Here are some
ideas and stories to help you think through the challenges of
connecting with stepchildren.

Realistic Expectations

Many of us have an ideal about a happy family, where people
get along together and support each other. Blended families
can become like that, in time. But it takes more than just time.
It’s not realistic to expect the normal problems and challenges
of blending families to work themselves out or go away as the
months and years go by. Developing a successful stepfamily
takes even more of the discussion, negotiation, forgiveness and
consideration for others that is required in “regular” families.

“One night when Gina wasn’t home I had all kinds of trouble
getting Nicole to take her bath. When I told her it was time for
her bath, she ignored me. When I repeated myself she said, ‘You’re
not the boss of me! Where’s my mom?’ I tried to negotiate with her
but eventually I’d had enough. I just said, ‘Nicole, it’s bath time.
Now!’ I carried her upstairs and got her in the bath. All the time
she was yelling, ‘I want my Daddy.’ That really stung.”
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Should this father have made his stepdaughter have a bath?
On one hand, he didn’t want Nicole to think she could get
away with being uncooperative just because her mother wasn’t
around. On the other, how important was it really for her to
have a bath that night? Were the conflict and bad feelings
worth it? One thing is certain. It’s easier to deal with normal
parent/child conflicts like this when parent and child know
and trust each other very well. But, in a stepfamily, these
challenges will come up while relationships are still forming
and you and your stepchild are not exactly sure where you
stand with each other.

It’s best to talk to your partner about discipline situations like
this – either before or after they happen. Try to agree on a way
to deal them in the future and make sure the children know
what you expect of them.
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Raising children can be hard work. But it’s also rewarding
when children show us their affection, appreciation or
unconditional love. Step-parents can’t expect to get as much
feeling of reward from stepchildren as from children they have
known since birth.

Here’s an example. Researchers who have studied stepfamilies
have found that when step-parents and stepchildren
compromise on an issue, stepchildren usually don’t reward
step-parents as much as they reward their original parents.
This doesn’t mean they don’t feel appreciation, but with their
own parents they have developed ways of expressing those
kinds of feelings. It would take more of a conscious effort to
express appreciation to a step-parent and it might feel

awkward at first. But as you and your stepchildren develop a
positive history together, expressing feelings to each other can
start to feel more natural.

“Sometimes I wish Mia and Safi would give me a little credit for
all I do for them. I know I’m not their ‘real’ dad and that they
miss him. But, I mean, they live in my house most of the time. I’m
supporting them. I take them to movies and buy their favourite
cereal when I go shopping. And when they’re upset because their
father hasn’t called them for two weeks, sometimes I’m the one who
has to deal with it. Yet he’s the big hero and I’m just the stepfather.
But I try not to take it personally. I realize that living with me is
something that they didn’t choose, and sometimes it’s going to seem
to them like I’m the reason they don’t see their dad. I just try to sit
back and observe, try to learn, and do the best job I can.”
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Some children take longer than others to get used to new
situations and people. Others are more deeply affected by the
events from their original family in a way that makes it hard
for them to form stepfamily relationships. And some kids’
personalities just don’t fit as easily with the personalities of
certain adults, including step-parents. So sometimes, a
stepfather could be doing all the right things, and still have a
hard time connecting with one of his stepchildren

“It’s been harder for me and my wife’s two girls than it was for her
with my kids,” says Quan. “It’s been particularly challenging with
Lily, her older daughter. She is very demanding of her mother’s
time, and she acts out when I’m around. Sometimes I feel like she
won’t give me a chance. It’s very frustrating at times.”



22 23

hwt Ut82 3. ft+ o3(.-2w(/26(3wg3t/rw(+s1t-

No two stepfamilies are exactly the same, but many step-
parents have learned from experience some ways that help
stepfathers develop relationships with stepchildren.
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No matter what you do to get to know and understand your
partner’s children, or to make them to like you, in the end you
can’t force a relationship on them. They have to choose you.

“When Tanya and I knew we would be getting married, one of
the first things we told our kids was that my kids didn’t have to
call her Mom and Tanya’s kids didn’t have to call me Dad. We
were just Jim and Tanya. We knew that any bonding that was
going to happen would take place over a period of time. We didn’t
want the kids to feel any pressure that it had to happen quickly.”
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While you can’t make kids connect with you, you can create
windows of opportunity for positive interaction. One way is to
show interest in your stepchildren’s interests. What toys,
games, activities, television shows and music do they like?
Children’s interests and hobbies offer lots of ways to get to
know them. Look for chances to spend one-on-one time with
your stepkids (and your own, if you have any).

“At first Madeleine seemed surprised and cautious when Philippe
started asking about her dolls.” Natalie was talking about her
second husband and her youngest daughter. “But then, I could tell
she was very pleased that Philippe was interested. And she really
liked it because he was funny and he let her be totally in charge of
the play. Philippe did whatever she wanted. She couldn’t get her
friends to do that. It was just amazing watching this big grown
man playing dolls with a little girl.”
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Your stepkids know that you are a very important person in
their mother’s life and they know she wants you to like each
other and get along. That can create pressure, which can get in
the way of natural interaction. Activities like hikes, skating, or
trips to the playground can help take the pressure off. You can
just enjoy the activity together and conversation is usually
more natural and easy-going.

“When Jason and I were first together the boys were very shy with
him,” Anna recalled. “He would try to talk to them, and they
would answer politely and then excuse themselves. We learned that
it was easier for the kids when we were doing activities. We’d be
together but they could focus on the activity rather than thinking
of what to say to Jason. It also gave them something to talk about.
Like, one time we went to a beach and Dylan was collecting shells
and pebbles. His father had taught him the names of the different
kinds of shells. Jason knew that so he started asking Dylan, ‘What
kind of shell is this?’ That was something Dylan felt comfortable
talking about.”
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In the beginning your stepchildren will have a strong need to
be close to their mother, and they will want to have special
time with her when they get her all to themselves. That might
make you feel excluded, but at this time of change in their life,
the children’s relationship with their mother is very important
to their well-being and sense of security. If you respect and
support that relationship you will be helping both your partner
and your stepchildren. You will also show the children that you
are not trying to come between them and their mother.



Even after Louise’s children became used to the idea of Gilles
“sleeping over,” his presence in bed with her in the morning still
seemed to put them off. Gilles explains, “Paul was used to
jumping into bed with Mom when he got up. I remember one
morning he came to the door and then stopped when he saw me. I
could tell he wanted to get into bed, but he felt strange about
doing it when I was there. So I said, ‘I’ll go make some coffee.’
After I left, he got into bed with Louise and I left them alone for
awhile. I knew he needed that time with her.”

f t2/tr3 3wt(1 1t+o3(.-2w(/6(3w3wt(1 uo3wt1

Regardless of what you think of your stepchildren’s father –
and you might not like each other very much, at least at first –
they most likely love and need him. You don’t have to share
their opinion of him. What matters is the children’s
relationship with him and his importance in their lives. Do
your best to respect and support that relationship.
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Along with the challenges, there will be times when blended
family life goes well, when everybody is getting along and
having a nice time. Children and parents have a big store of
shared positive memories that come from these moments.
Stepchildren and step-parents have none to begin with. So
enjoy and appreciate the good times you have with your
stepchild. You will both remember these good times and the
shared memories will help your relationship.

c h a p t e r f o u r

Supporting Stepmothers
“Dad? Is… um… Sarah staying over tonight?”

“Oh boy, here it comes,” thought Tom as he turned the TV down.
Tom, divorced for four years, had been seeing Sarah for six
months. The relationship had become serious. Sarah had “slept
over” several times when Cayley and Adam were at Tom’s house.
He’d never really discussed it with his children. This was the first
time his teenaged daughter, Cayley, had brought it up.

“Yes, Sarah will be sleeping over tonight,” Tom said. “Are you OK
with that?”

“Yeah,” Cayley replied. “I just wanted to know if she would be
here in the morning. I’m going out now. See ya.”

When you bring a new woman into your life, your children are
part of that relationship. As one father put it, “We realized
very early on that we were each dating three people, not just
one.” Your new partner will be wondering if she’ll like your
kids as much as she likes you. And, like Cayley, your child will
be wondering about this new person in your life. Are we going
to like each other? How does this affect the way things are
between Dad and me?
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Some of the realities for stepfathers apply to stepmothers as well:

• It takes time to get to know and learn how to live with
stepchildren

• Expect some difficulties and don’t panic about them because
they are normal

• Activities can be a pressure-free way to be together
• Always be on the lookout for opportunities for your partner

and your kids to spend time together

Ram will never forget his daughter’s first menstrual period.

“It was the first day of one of Shama’s weeks at our house. I heard
her crying in the bathroom,” Ram recalls. “She had her period
and her mother hadn’t sent any supplies with her. I couldn’t
believe it. I admit I wasn’t prepared either. I wasn’t sure exactly
what she needed and I could tell she didn’t want to go shopping
for menstrual supplies with me. I was really glad Aditi was here.
She took Shama shopping and looked after her. This was a subject
she knew about and she felt confident that she could help Shama.
I think Shama was relieved there was a woman to go shopping
with. It ended up being a nice bonding experience for them.”
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Stepmothers and stepfathers usually differ in at least one very
important way. Even in today’s world, where most mothers
work outside the home and where more fathers are doing
things like cooking and diaper-changing, women usually come
to step-parenting with more hands-on experience and
confidence about looking after children. That advantage helps
some stepmothers connect with children more easily.

Another part of this difference is that most women still expect
that they will run the household, and that’s going to affect
your kids. Your partner’s approach to cleaning, meals and
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orderliness may be different from what they are used to,
especially if your children don’t live with you full-time. When
they come to spend time with you, they may feel that they are
coming into “her” house.

g3t/,.,2 o-s g3t/*(s 2

Nadir daughters weren’t used to living with an “alpha” female – a
woman who expected to run her household her way. In the years
since their mother had died, Nadia and Amin had become used to
their father’s “relaxed” approach to housekeeping.

“The kids and I used pile the breakfast dishes by the sink, and we
washed them after dinner. I also taught them to do their own
laundry and their way of doing it was to dump their dirty clothes
on the basement floor and start doing loads.

When Aisha started living with us she didn’t like the breakfast
dishes sitting around all day and the dirty clothes on the basement
floor drove her crazy. It was a source of conflict between her and
the girls.

I didn’t want Aisha and the kids fighting about these things. So I
talked to the kids and said, ‘Aisha lives with us now and she has
different standards of neatness. We have to get used to each other’s
way of doing things. I was thinking that the breakfast dishes
aren’t a big deal. I’ll fill the sink with dishwater each morning
and when you’re done eating, just wash your two or three things
instead of piling them up. It will take an extra 30 seconds. I will
talk to her about the dirty clothes on the basement floor. I think
she can probably live with that if we clean up after breakfast.’”
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There will be disputes between your partner and your kids.
And, at times, you’ll be caught in the middle, like the father in
the previous story. In that situation, he decided to be a
mediator – he looked at the needs of both his kids and his

wife and used his stronger relationship with his children to
help them find a solution. That can be a very useful role.
Often it’s best to stay out of minor disputes and see if
Stepmom and Stepchild can work out their issue without your
involvement (which is what you want in the long run). Other
times, it would be wise to back your partner up. Chances are
you’ll use all of these strategies and sometimes you’ll be able to
see that you did the right thing, and other times you’ll be wrong.

That’s normal. The main thing is to learn from your mistakes,
and to keep talking about these problems and how to handle
them. Overall, keep in mind that your goal is to help your
partner and your children understand and respect each other.

Gabriella heard violent sounds coming from the family room. She
walked in and found her two stepsons (ages 8 and 6) watching
the film Mortal Kombat. “Stefan, I don’t think this is appropriate
for your little brother. Please turn it off.”

“Ohhh! Dad says it’s OK.”

“Maybe, but he’s not here, and I asked you to turn it off.”

Later, when the boys’ father walked in the door, they complained.
“Dad, Gabriella wouldn’t let us watch Mortal Kombat.”

“If that’s what she said, then you can’t watch it,” Karl replied.

Later, after the boys had gone to bed, Karl said to Gabriella, “You
know, I don’t mind the boys watching Mortal Kombat.”

“Oh,” said a surprised Gabriella. “Really?”

“Yes,” Karl replied. “They have watched stuff like that before and
I felt it was OK. In this case, you had to decide because I wasn’t
home, and that’s fine. I thought it was more important to back
you up with your decision. But I think movies like that are OK,
in limited amounts. We can talk about it if you like.”

“No, it’s OK,” said Gabriella. “I’m willing to go with your
judgement for now.”
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Raising children is an ongoing learning experience. Step-
parents have even more to learn. Even those with children of
their own have much to learn about their partner’s children
and the relationships in that family.

But some people come to a blended family with no previous
parenting experience. Usually fathers are the ones with less
experience with children. But here’s a story from an
inexperienced stepmother.

“I didn’t have any experience as a parent, but I was really
involved with Ron’s kids right from the start. I used to walk them
home from school, even pick them up at their mother’s house. I
remember the first time I took them to the park by myself, though.
We were having a great time, and then I said, ‘OK, guys, time to
go,’ and I expected Sophie and Adam to leave right away. Now I
know that with little kids, you can’t expect them to stop something
they are enjoying because you say so. They need warning. But I
didn’t know that back then.

Sophie wouldn’t cooperate. So I did what I thought a firm parent
was supposed to do. I picked her up and carried her away from
the playground. She got really upset and started screaming, “You’re
not my real mom!” I felt awful but I didn’t know what else to do.
Then I was halfway home and I realized that Adam hadn’t
followed me. The whole thing was a disaster. I felt really useless
when I got home, but I was thankful that Ron didn’t make a big
deal out of it.

I talked about it with Ron later on and he said, ‘Next time give
them a few minutes warning. They need time to get ready to
leave, otherwise they think it’s unfair. It’s a lot easier that way.’”

c h a p t e r f i v e

You, Your Partner
and the New Family
Many step-parents have already been married, so they know
from personal experience what can lead to marriage breakdown
and they don’t want to go through it again. One factor, of
course, is stress, and some stress is to be expected in a
stepfamily. So, if anything, you will probably have to work
harder on your couple relationship in a stepfamily marriage
than in a first marriage. That means more talking, more
negotiating, more forgiving and more effort to work things out
as a team.

“After we’d been together for a few years Martha and I went on a
vacation to the East Coast with both sets of kids. We both needed
time with our kids, and Martha and I wanted to vacation
together. Our kids had been getting along fairly well, usually
during short visits, so we crossed our fingers and took them all.

On Day 12 my eldest son came to me and said, ‘We can’t take
them anymore,’ meaning, he and his brother were getting really
tired of their stepbrother and sister. I could see it too. It was pretty
tense for the last couple of days in the car. I had a talk with
Martha about it and we agreed that we would both really have to
work on our own kids to keep the peace until we got home.”
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Obviously, discipline is a major issue in many families. It can
be more of an issue in stepfamilies, because of children’s
emotional responses to divorce or the death of a parent, how
they adapt to new adults in their lives and a situation where
parental discipline roles seem less clear-cut.

Discipline is more than just “making kids behave.” It also
involves teaching, guidance and protection. Effective discipline
starts with a relationship. Children need to trust and look up
to the person in charge of discipline. That’s why most parents
and experts agree that, as much as possible, the biological
parent should handle most discipline issues with his or her
own kids, especially in the early stages of family blending.

Step-parents should concentrate on building relationships with
kids before taking a strong role in discipline.

“Elena didn’t really take on discipline at first. She didn’t feel she
had a right to do it, so she deferred to me and let me handle most
discipline. That made sense. But at times she was looking after the
boys when I was at work, and, of course, situations would come
up that required a discipline response.

She always used to say, ‘I’ll keep them from drinking Javex and
leave the bigger stuff to you when you get home.’ She knew she
couldn’t let everything go. I think she became pretty good at
anticipating and preventing discipline problems. But anything
that required a big talk was left for me. I understood. If there’s
any anger or resentment you don’t want to have to deal with,
‘You’re not my mother’ on top of whatever the discipline issue was.

So I always had to be the bad guy, which was hard. But I tried to
look at the greater good, which was that we were creating a
family. And to begin with anyway, having me handle most of the
discipline, though not perfect, was the best thing for all of us.”
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It’s not always possible for step-parents to stay completely out of
discipline. Very young children always need someone watching
them, and whoever that person is – parent, step-parent or
babysitter – will have to step in at times and deal with discipline
issues. And with children of any age, a step-parent will sometimes
be in charge because his spouse isn’t home.

Step-parenting partners need to talk about household rules,
responding to day-to-day behaviour problems, sibling rivalry
and everything else that goes with teaching children how to
behave and get along with others. If children are over the age
of four, they should be included in some discussions. Family
meetings, where the whole family sits down to discuss things
in a calm atmosphere, can be a helpful way to clarify rules,
consequences, discipline roles and other blended family matters.
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Along with personal issues like relationships, discipline and
trying to minimize conflict, blended families also deal with
many practical issues – living arrangements, holidays, activity
schedules, child care and finances. Dealing with these sorts of
issues is important. If they are not handled well, they can be
the source of additional conflict and stress.

“When Samantha and I were planning to move in together, we
had a lot of practical financial issues to work out. She would be
selling her house and moving into my house, which was going to
need an addition built to make more room. We had to figure out
how much she would contribute to the addition and what would
happen to the proceeds from the sale of her house. It was a lot of
work. One thing that was good about it was that it forced us to
think about our future together, what things would be like down
the road. That was good for our relationship.”
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Research shows that many couples in blended families cement
their relationship by having a child together. This can be a
wonderful thing for a stepfamily, but it does create some new
issues. Will I love the child we have together more than the
children from my first marriage? Will I favour this child too
much? How will the other children feel about the new baby?

“Mei had two kids when we met and then we had a child
together. I’ve really had to think about how to be fair with the
other kids after Eric was born. I can’t help it. He’s my boy. I’m
more affectionate with him – of course, he’s a lot younger than
them, so he wants to be hugged and held more often. But still I
have to watch it. I want to be natural with Eric. But I don’t want
Mei’s boys to feel that I favour Eric too much. I’m sure they
understand that he’s my boy, and they have their own father. It’s
hard to know the right thing to do, but I sure think about it a lot
– probably more than I would if they were all my biological kids.”
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All parents worry about treating children equally. Perfectly
equal treatment of children is hard to achieve in any family,
even harder in stepfamilies. Some research has shown that in
times of stress parents are more likely to compromise with
their own children than with stepchildren. That’s not
surprising. You can’t expect to treat your stepchildren, or love
them, exactly the same way you would love and treat your own
children. But it is possible to be fair. That means having
consistent expectations for behaviour (depending on children’s
ages), sharing household resources as much as possible and
making sure that each child is taken into account and parented
according to his needs.
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“When Michel was born,”I wanted to get him a baby spoon with
his name engraved on it,” Lucie recalls. “Then I wondered how
my stepchildren would feel? René and Chantal didn’t get spoons
when they were born. I didn’t want them to think I didn’t care
about them. So I got engraved spoons for them too. They didn’t say
much about it and didn’t seem all that impressed at first. But a
few weeks later I was putting away laundry and I noticed that
each of them had put the spoon in a prominent place in their
room. I guess it did mean something to them.”
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Jennifer came to her dad the night before the school concert.
“Mom’s going to be there, with… um, you know… Jim.”

“Yeah, I know,” said her father, Joel. “That will be a little weird,
won’t it? But we have to get used to this. We’re going to run into
your mother and Jim sometimes. It will feel awkward tomorrow
night. But hopefully it will get a little easier each time.”

Many stepchildren have multiple parents. That can be a source
of difficulties when ex-spouses don’t get along very well, can’t
agree on child-rearing issues or when there are conflicting
values between different households and parents.

Jordan was a hot guitar player. He spent a lot of time practicing
his guitar, jamming with friends and listening to music. The only
problem was, his school marks were not very good.

His father, Bob, who Jordan lived with part-time, was a guitar
player himself. He thought his son could be a successful musician
and encouraged Jordan to put a lot of his time into music.

However, Dale, his stepdad, did not approve. He told one of his
friends, “I don’t think Jordan should be allowed to spend so much
time on music, when he’s doing poorly in school. He’s a bright kid
and he should put more energy into his school work. I can’t believe
Sandra is letting her ex-husband jeopardize Jordan’s future.”

Dale has a point. Jordan probably should put more effort into
his school work. However, step-parents don’t always have as
much influence as they’d like over issues affecting their
stepchildren. At times you may not like what your stepkids are
doing or how their parents are handling it. And your viewpoint
could be perfectly valid. Even so, sometimes you have to
accept that you can’t control certain things and that you have
no choice but to let the original parents handle a situation.

A stepfather can give input to his spouse, and has every right
to have a say about matters that affect him directly. For
example, Dale shouldn’t hesitate to ask Jordan to use
headphones if the boy is playing his guitar loudly after 10 p.m.
But many issues are best dealt with – for right or wrong – by
the child’s original parents.

On a more positive note, at its best, having more than two
parents can mean a child has three or four caring adults
looking out for him and supporting his development. It’s not
always easy to achieve this, but the best chance of success
comes when both families:

• Communicate honestly and respectfully
• Put the child’s well-being ahead of the parents’ needs
• Treat the other parents with respect
• Honour agreements and schedules
• Respect the child’s relationship with her other parent(s)
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Many families sometimes face problems that require outside
help: individual or family counselling, support groups,
family mediation or legal advice. If you need help finding
family services ask at your doctor’s office, place of worship
or any agency that works with families or children, or look
under family or children’s services in the Yellow Pages.



c o n c l u s i o n

Final Thoughts
We want to leave you with one more idea: hope.

Hope is important for any parent. It’s particularly important in
blended families. A hopeful attitude helps us to look at day-to-
day life a little more positively and not give up when things
aren’t going so well. When you are hopeful you are also more
likely to see opportunities to build your stepfamily relationships
and notice little encouraging signs of progress.

The question is how do you maintain your hope, especially if
you’re having a hard time?

That’s what husbands and wives are for. You’ve got this exciting
new relationship and you’re really motivated to make it work.
Take advantage of that. Lean on each other, cheerlead for each
other, help each other solve problems and always be ready to
offer and accept each other’s advice and support. Lean on your
friends and close relatives too.

Don’t forget to enjoy your kids. Children are a challenge. But
they can also be enjoyable, funny, interesting and exciting. Good
times with children increase our feelings of hope.

And lastly, try not to get too discouraged by the mistakes you
will make. The blended family is a tricky business. As one father
put it, “You’re going to be afraid to make a mistakes, and then
you will make them anyway.”

But if you put your efforts into looking after your children’s
needs and building relationships with them, chances are you’ll
do more right things than wrong things. And if you work as a
team with your partner, you’ll learn from both your successes
and your mistakes. Then your ratio of right things to wrong
things should improve. That’s the best any parent can hope for.
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